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W O M E N AS I’HYSK^IANS.
In a recent discussion before the P hiladelphia County M edi
cal Society, upon the Status o f W omen P ra ctition ers o f
M edicine, the follow ing

Pream ble and R esolu tion were

a d opted :
Looking to the usefulness and dignity o f the profession, which
are inseparably connected with the welfare o f the couiumiiity, we are
not without very grave objections to women taking on themselves
the heavy duties and responsibilities o f the practice o f medicine.
Their success in the walks o f general literature, and even in some
instances o f science, which allow them a choice o f time and season
for intellectual labor, cannot be adduced as arguments in favor
of their ability to bear up under the bodily and mental strain to
which they would be unceasingly subjected in this new vocation.
The physiological peculiarities o f Tvoman even in single life, and
the disorders consequent on them, cannot fail frequently to inter
fere with the regular discharge o f her duties as physician in con
stant attendance on the sick. How much greater must be the
interruption to her duties if she enters the marriage state, and
becomes a mother and nurse. The delicate*organization and pre
dominance of the nervous system render her peculiarly susceptible
to suffer, if not to sink, under the fatigue and the mental shocks
which she must encounter in her professional round. Man, with
his robust frame and trained self-command, is often barely ecpial to
the task. The home influence o f woman is one o f the greatest
benefits growing out of Christian civilization. More especially is this
manifest when we look at her as the head o f the household, a help
mate to her husband, and the confidante, guide, instructor, and
loving friend o f her children, whose future happiness and respecta
bility so much depend on her tuition and example. What would
be the state o f the household, what the present condition and fu
ture prospects o f the children, deprived to a considerable extent of
their natural guardian, who would be engaged all day and not se

cure against calls in the night, in the service of the sick? Nor
when at homo, can the mother, worried and fretted and anxious
about her patients, give healthy milk to her infant, or be in a tit
frame o f mind to inU;rchnnge endearments with her beloved little
ones, to receive their confidences and offer advice.
Once embarked in the practice of medicine, a female physician
will not long confine herself to attendance on pt!rsuns o f her own
sex. (luriosity, caprice, the novelty o f the thing, would induce
some men to ask the proft'ssional advice o f a woman doct«)r. It i.s
sufficient to allude merely to the embarrasments which would be
encountered on both sides, in her vi.siting and prescribing for per
sons o f the opposite sex. If her services be restricted to the female
portion o f the family, then must there be a male physician to attend
on the males, and thus there will be constantly two physicians in
the regular service o f a family, with all the chances o f counterprescriptions and advice and breach o f ethics, misunderstandings
and heartburnings, by each one pa.ssing the lines o f the other. If
a female physician be once received in full standing, and profes
sional intercourse by consultation or at other times with a physician
o f our sex be allowed, the greatest latitude will be taken and given
in the statement o f the case o f disease, whatever it may be, its
symptoms and causes, and questions of treatment therapeutical and
psychical. Will woman gain by ceasing to blush while discussing
every topic as it comes up with philosophic coolness, and man be
improved in the delicate reserve with which ho is accustomed to
address woman in the sick room ? The bounds o f modesty once
passed in this professional intercourse, will the additional freedom
o f speech and manner thus acijuired impart grace or dignity to a
woman in her new character?
Could women be induced to see the true line o f duty in rela
tion to medical study, it would l>e to learn preventive medicine and
acijuire a suitable knowledge o f physiology and hygiene, so as to be
able to preserve their own health and that o f their children, and to
inculeate on the latter the close connection between the physical
and mental well Injing o f our nature. The field is large, and its
cultivation wouhl richly repay the laborers in it.
In no other country than our own is a body o f women author
ised to engage in the general practice o f medicine. The specialty
o f midwifery practice in Franco is hedged in by regulations whicn
call for the a-ssistaneo o f medical men in any case o f difficulty or
doubt.
Moved by thi«e conwderations, lie it therefore
R e .SOLVED, T’Aat, in conformiti/ with what thei/ believe to be
due to the projTesition, the rommunity in yeneral and the female
portion o f it in particular, the members o f this Society cannot offer
any encoura{/ement to women becoming practitioners o f medicine,
nor, OH these grounds, can they consent tv meet in consultation siwh
practitioners.

T? E
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The fo l h m n g communication appeared in the.

M a lie a l am i

Stirgical R ep o r ter'' o f M a g 4^h, lftG7:
K ditor M e d ic a l a n d

S uikhcal

K eportkh:

I have road with surprise the prcuinblo and resolution adopted
by the Philadelphia County Medicjil Society, and published in the
M e d i c a l a n d S u r g i c a l R e d o r t k r o f the 6th ult., in reference
to the status o f woineu-physicians; and as a subscriber to the HkI’ORTKR, and one personally interested in the be;iring o f that deci
sion, I trust I may be permitted, through the same channel, to
examine the arguments which support the resolution.
Although shrinking from all controversy, and seeking the quiet
path of duty, the time has come when fidelity to a great cause seems
to demand that I should speak for myself and for the women with
whom I am associated in this movement, and give a reason for the
course we are pursuing.
The “ very grave objections to women taking on themselves
the heavy duties and responsibilities o f the profession ” appear to
be based, in the first place, upon the assumption that they do not
possess the “ ability to bear up under the bodily and mental strain
to which they would be unceasingly subjected in this new voca
tion
in the second^ upon the presumed incompatibility o f profes
sional practice with the best home influence o f the woman and the
duties of the mother; in the third place, upon the collision and
practical difficulties that might arise if different members o f the
same family should employ two physicians— a man and a woman ;
and lastly, the objections are made upon the ground o f t;he equivo
cal effect o f medical consultiitions upon the modesty and delicacy
of feeling of those who may thus meet; and also upon the fact,
that “ in no other country but our own is a body o f women
authorized to engage in the general practice o f medicine.”
In regard to the first difficulty, few words need be expended.
I’ausing merely to allude to the fact, that in barbarous communities
women is pre-eminently the laborious drudge, and that in civilized
society she is the nurse, keeping her unceasing vigils, not only by
the cradle of infancy, but by every bed o f sickness and suffering,
with a power o f sustained endurance that man does not even claim
to possess; that her life is as long, and her power o f surmounting its
painful vicissitudes not inferior to his, we come to the open, undeni
able fact, that women do practice medicine, that they arc able “ to
bear up under the bodily and mental strain” that this practice im
poses, and that “ natural obstacles” have not obstructed their way.

There urc In thi« city women who have been enf;aged in the
practice o f medicine a doKcn years, who to-day have more vigor and
power o f endurance than they possessed in the beginning o f their
irarccr; and the fact o f “ their delicate organization and prcduininance o f the nervous system,” combined with their “ trained selfcommand,” is the very reason that in some cases their counsel has
been preferred to that o f the more robust man.
The gcrond (d)jectlon, bearing upon the homo influenee o f woiiuin, has certainly another side.
Probably more than half the women o f this city and country
are under the stern necessity of 8upjH)rting them.selvcs by their own
exertions. Some mothers leave their young children day by day
and go out to labor, in order to be able to bring them bread at
night; others sew away their strength for the pittiinee whieh barely
keeps famine from their doors, and, exhausted with their labors,
they are indeed not in “ a fit frame o f mind to interchange endearmepts with their beloved little o n e s n o r can they, even with the
price o f life itself, surround them with the home influences and
comforts needful to their healthful and harmonious development.
I f the woman who has studied medicine should be surrounded
by a family o f young children, we should surely regard it as a mis
fortune if the same overpowering necessity should compel her to
follow an active practice during the period that these heavy ma
ternal claims were pressing upon her; although even then, her
duties would be less exhausting, and her time less continuously
occupied than are hers who supports her family by sewing or
washing.
Hut although the mother may not actively exercise her profes
sion, the knowledge o f preventive medicine which she pos.sesses
will surely aid her in training her children in accordance with those
hygienic rules whieh are now so sjidly neglected in families, and
will not detract from that pure, sweet, “ home influence” which is
the sjifeguard o f the happiness and integrity o f society.
AV'e know o f quite a number o f medical women, who, in conse(juence o f the rcnumerations o f their practice, have been able to
make themselves the centres o f happy homes, which otherwise they
wuld not have done; and some o f these, in their thanksgivings for
the daily interests and enjoyments of their lives, count it among
their deepest blessings that they have been enabled to pursue a
course which so richly satisfies their womanly sympathies and aifections, as well as gives scope to their intellectual cravings and
powers.
The third objection, in regard to collisions and “ heart-burn
ings,” could scarcely apply to high-toned physicians who know what
belongs to the proprieties o f their position. The danger would
seem to be equally imminent if the medical advisers were both of
the same sex, and yet we all know it is quite common in this city
for more than one practitioner to attend the different members of

the same family— one being preferred for his supposed skill in one
claf<s o f cases, another for his superior reputation in another class;
and wc have yet to learn that injurious results follow this proximity
of practitioners.
The natural fendeney would seem to bo, to foster care and re
search ; and if mutual observation o f the results o f treatment should
occasionally suggest improved methods and break up old, sluggish
routine in either party, the profession and the community will
siirely be gainers by this mutual stimulus.
The objection upon the ground o f the invjision o f delicacy in
examining (picstions o f disease and treatment is indeed an aston
ishing one, to come from a body o f scientific and right-minded
physicians. W ho are the patients treated by these men '( Often
women— the sensitive and refined.
The whole nature o f the
malady must be investigated and the means o f recovery enforced.
If, as frequently happens, to save the shrinking sensitiveness of the
young woman, some tender experienced mother or elder friend in
forms the physician of the symptoms and conveys to the patient his
conclusions, she, for the time, performs the part o f the attending
physician in reference to the consulting one ; yet who will dare as
sert that her womanly modesty is compromised, or that “ the deli
cate reserve with which ” a man “ is accustomed to address woman
in the sick-room ” is injuriously afiected by this necessary and
humane intervention ?
Among the motives which have contributed to the support
of this movement, that o f shielding the sensibilities o f shrinking
women has not heen the least.
Men opposed to the medieal education o f women have, in some
itjises, changed their views when the subject has been brought home
to their feelings in the person o f some beloved member o f their
own families, and they have appreciated the mental suflfering which
the dread of medical investigation has caused. Physicians, too,—
the father, hu.sband, and brother,— have asked our c o u i j .‘k;1 in the
cases o f tho.se dearest to them; and they have asked it because we
are women, and as such, they belicvced we might elicit the cause
of suffering, and apply the means o f relief, as they had not been
successful in doing.
Hut leaving these special points, there are broad, general
grounds upon which, as physicians and as women, wo stand, and
appeal from the resolution o f the Philadelphia (^ounty Society t4>
the better judgment of true-hearted professional men.
When once it is admitted that women have souls, and that they
are accountiihle to God for the uses o f the powers which He has
given them, then the exercise o f their own judgment and conscience
in reference to these uses, becomes a thing which they cannot,
rightfully, yield to any human tribunal.
As responsible beings, who must abide by the consequences o f
our course for time and for eternity, we have decided for ourselves

that the study and practice o f medicine are proper, womanly, and
adapted to our mental, moral, and physical constitution.
Wo will scarcely he charged with presumption in supposing
that our instincts may he as pure, our intuitions as clear, our sense
o f what is right and fitting for ourselves as reliable, as are those of
the men who condemn our course.
We are sust^iincd hy the aytproval and sympathy o f the best
men and women,— hy the moral sentiment o f the general commu
nity. W e feel, and society feels, that we are not usurping the place
o f men, hut taking a position in the broad field o f medicine which
appropriately belongs to women; and that we shall enlarge the
sphere o f professional usefulness, and contribute to the knowledge
which shall bless the race.
The names o f those who support our Hospital and College are
largely the names o f those o f whom Philadelphia is justly proud, as
representatives o f her intelligence, respectability, and moral worth.
That we have not had the facilities for ac(juiring medical information is a charge that, it seem to us, should hardly come from
those who have systematichilly closed hospitiils and colleges against
our applications for admission, and who have endeavored to prevent
the members o f their fraternity from assisting us in our struggle
for knowledge.
That we have stemmed this tide o f opposition, and found op
portunities for obtaining medical instruction— some in other cities
and across the ocean, some by persevering and long-continued efforts
in various ways at home; that we have found noble men in the pro
fession to assist us, and that we have been able to found hospitals
and open various channels for practical education— is due to the
inherent vitaliU/ o f otir cause, and its strong hold upon the sympa
thies and convictions o f the community.
That we have not yet all the facilities for instruction that are
needed, we are fully aware.
That “ there are female graduates who are a disgrace to the
medical profession,” we also know too well: for the sake o f humanity
we would that we could truly add, that the graduates who disgrace
the profession are found onli/ among women !
From the nature o f the relation of physicians to society, not
more than one man in hundreds follows medicine as a profession,
and the proportion o f women, under the most favoring'circumstances,
will probably not be greater; but the systematic training, and the
knowledge o f physiological functions and hygienic conditions in
volved in a thorough medical education for the few, will, we believe,
be reflected in many homes, and be one o f the means o f radically
changing that mistaken plan of education, and those destructive
social customs and habits, which are now undermining the health,
and darkening the lives o f so many o f the women of this country.
I f it be true that “ in no other country but our own is a body
o f women authorized to engage in the general practice of medicine,”

the fact is no more an argument against its propriety than is the
fact that in no otlier country are the rights o f the people so acknow
ledged and secured, an argument against the propriety o f republican
institutions.
W e regard this movement as belonging to the advancing civili
zation of the age— as the inevitiible result o f that progressive spirit
which is unfolding human capabilities in many directions, and which
has perceived that it is the condition o f the highest health and
happiness for woman, that she, also, should exercise the powers with
which she has been endowed in accordance with her own convictions
and feelings, and in harmony with her nature and organization.
That our position is womanly— that this work is established in
the fitness of things and in the necessities o f society, and that the
movement belongs to the “ revolutions which never go backward,"
we have no shadow of doubt.
For us it is the post o f restful duty— ^the place assigned to us,
as we believe, in the order o f Providence, and we can do no other
than maintain it.
But on behalf o f a little band o f true-hearted young women
who are just entering the profession, and from whose pathway we
fain would see annoyances and impediments removed, W'e must pro
test, in the sacred name o f our common humanity, against the in
justice which places difiiculties in our way,— not because we are
ignorant, or pretentious, or incompetent, or unmindful o f the code
of medical or Christian ethics, but becatise we are women.
A n n P r e s t o n , M.D.
Philadelphia^ A pril 22^ 1867.
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